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Abstract
Equitable school leadership is intentional; it requires learning, listening, action, and
reflection. This study explored how two school administrator preparation programs,
focused on culturally responsive instructional leadership and critical self-awareness,
promote and foster equitable leadership. With the aim of preparing leaders for a
complex and pluralistic society, this study probed which aspects of the programs
contributed to leadership successes and program adjustments that would better
address the challenges novice leaders face. Interviews were conducted with recent
graduates new to their leadership roles. Opportunities for authentic application of
knowledge promoting leadership for educational equity and cultural responsiveness was
identified as most beneficial. Novice leaders were challenged by conflict and difficult
conversations, thus they stressed the need for more experiences in challenging
settings. Findings supported leadership preparation programs’ prioritization of culturally
responsive instructional leadership and critical self-awareness.
Introduction
Teachers of color in the state of study represent approximately four percent of the entire
teaching force, although students of color comprise 30% of the total K-12 population
(Sanchez, 2015). Exacerbating the disproportional ratio are the documented student
achievement and discipline gaps between racial groups (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera,
2010). Thus, directors of two private school administrative licensure programs chose to
work together to identify how well they prepared educators to reach an audacious goal:
To lead in schools where an increasingly diverse student body will learn and grow.
Statement of Purpose
Teacher preparation programs have come under considerable public scrutiny at the
state and national level for preparing quality teachers (National Council on Teaching
Quality, 2018). Over time, evaluation of teacher preparation programs in many states
has expanded to include graduate performance in initial teaching sites. Recently, this
evaluation practice broadened to include the performance of educational leaders. Per
MN Statute 112A.091 Subd.1: Teacher and administrator preparation and performance
data requires teacher and administrator preparation programs to collect and create a
summary report including data on teacher and administrator preparation and
performance outcomes (Minnesota Legislature Office of the Revisor of Statutes, 2018).
Therefore, preparation programs are purposefully gathering, analyzing, and using the
data collected from students and their employers to adjust and improve programming
(Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, & Cohen, 2007).
As K12 school systems transform with new faces, expectations, technology, and
knowledge, leaders of preparation program have an obligation to review program
content to assure that program graduates can successfully create and lead equitable
learning environments. Thus, the leaders of two principal preparation programs
committed to critical self-awareness and culturally responsive instructional leadership
set out to identify how their programs prepare students for equitable leadership in K12
settings. In addition, their research sought to discover how their programs could be
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adjusted to better meet the needs and challenges of novice leaders in a variety of
school settings.
Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
Leadership for educational equity relies on the development of cultural responsiveness.
Culturally responsive school leadership (CSRL) has gained significance as the United
States’ demographics diversify and the racialized achievement gap continues to be a
paramount issue in education. The achievement gap, sometimes referred to as
opportunity gap, has driven major legislative initiatives (Payne, 2008) over the past halfcentury, yet the gap has remained impervious. Historically oppressed groups are still
marginalized in schools, launching a call for reform in leadership practices (Gay, 2010).
Hallinger and Leithwood (1998) contend that the behaviors and practices of students,
parents, teachers, and school leaders are significantly impacted by culture. Yet, most
leadership reform has focused, “almost exclusively on instructional, transformational,
and transactional leadership models to address the cultural needs of students” (Khalifa,
M. A., Gooden, M. A., & Davis, J.E., 2016, p. 1279). The elusive achievement gap is
evidence that these models do not effectively address the needs of non-white students.
School leadership preparation programs need to address race, culture, language,
national identity, and other areas of difference that do not effectively address the needs
of historically marginalized populations (Khalifa, et al, 2016). Specifically, educators and
school leaders must also address the unique needs among all students of poverty
(Gorski, 2018). Thus, more than ever, preparation programs must focus on developing
leaders’ critical self-awareness: awareness of the values, beliefs, and natural
tendencies that ground their practice (McKenzie, et al, 2008). Leaders must be willing to
examine personal beliefs about race and culture and their influence on school systems
(CampbellJones, CampbellJones, & Lindsey, 2010). Critical self-awareness is extended
when leaders initiate courageous conversations among staff members with the intent to
examine their beliefs about race and culture and their impact on students’ learning
experiences (Singleton, 2015).
The Culturally Responsive School Leadership Framework (Appendix A) is composed of
four domains: Critically Self-Reflects on Leadership Behaviors, Develops Culturally
Responsive Teachers, Promotes Culturally Responsive School Environment, and
Engaged Students, Parents, and Indigenous Contexts. Each domain contains specific,
researched-based leadership practices.
Minnesota requires licensed educators to seek a post-master’s program to meet the MN
Board of School Administrator (BOSA) Administrative Licensure Competencies, as
described in MN Rule 3512.0510 (Minnesota Legislature Office of the Revisor of
Statutes, 2019). Although the MN competencies align well with the Professional
Standards for Educational Leaders or PSEL, (National Policy Board for Educational
Administration, 2015) which are used to guide administrative license preparation
programming in many states, the MN competencies are being revised with minor
adjustments in several competency areas. The one MN competency area which
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required significant revision was Diversity Leadership to transition to an emphasis on
Culturally Responsive and Equitable Leadership.
Given the increasing differences in student clientele and community membership, it is
imperative that leadership preparation programs prepare educators to recognize,
respect, and employ each student’s strengths, differences, diversity, and culture as
assets for teaching and learning (National Policy Board for Educational Administration,
2015).To meet this challenge, preparation program content and procedures must be
assessed and strategically adjusted.
Methodology
This study used a qualitative multi-site case study design. It included participants from
both researchers’ universities who were novice leaders. Novice leaders were identified
as serving in a leadership role for one to three years after completion of their principal
preparation program or obtaining a Minnesota Administrative license. Invitations were
emailed to 57 possible participants and 28 consented to participate; 11 males and 17
females agreed to be interviewed. The majority of participants, 18 of the 28 interviewed,
were between the ages of 36-45 years old. Twenty-one participants self-identified as
White/Caucasian and seven participant identified their ethnicity as other than white. Six
participants held roles as a lead principal, and the same number identified as assistant
principal or dean. Seven interviewees identified their role as special education director,
coordinator, or supervisor. Three of the novice leaders interviewed were charter school
directors, and the remaining six leaders described their positions as curriculum,
instruction, or teaching specialist.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each director interviewing former
students of her own program. The interview protocol encompassed three research
questions: two shared research questions and a program specific question regarding
equitable leadership.
1. What aspects of administrative preparation programming contributed to novice
school leaders’ success?
2. What aspects of administrative preparation programming could better prepare
novice school leaders of challenges?
The third question was the program-specific question; thus, this addressed the unique
focus on leadership development for educational equity at each institution. It was
framed as follows:
3. How did the program’s focus on equitable leadership through “critical self-awareness”
or “culturally responsive instructional leadership” impact novice school leaders?
Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. After the transcripts had been
reviewed for accuracy and protected against the provision of personally identifiable
information, respondents received a copy of the transcript to validate transcription
accuracy.
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The researchers read through transcripts to gather a sense of the entirety of the data
set. These readings were meant to orient the researchers to the data and reaffirm
alignment between the data and the research questions. Next, researchers began
reading transcripts for the purpose of building and informing the coding system. This
initial coding process referred to as open coding, involved the researchers making notes
next to any unit of information that might be helpful in answering the research questions
(Merriam, 2016). Researchers then read through all transcripts and labeled highlighted
areas with initial codes. The next step in the coding process was to group codes
together, referred to as analytical coding. This was an iterative process to narrow the
initial list of codes, refine the code names to reflect accurately the content of each
category, and arrive at codes that occurred across multiple transcripts. A codebook was
created, which included the name and definition of each code. The researchers
analyzed codes across all interviews to identify themes. Two reflective coding discourse
meetings were held. Themes and codes were reviewed and discussed. The discourse
clarified similarities and differences between codes and resulted in combining codes
that did not stand as distinctly unique.
Findings
Preparing Novice School Leaders for Professional Success
Novice leaders were excited to share their successes. Of those interviewed, 75% felt
their greatest success as an equity leader was developing relationships. There were two
areas where 60% of these leaders experienced success. One was described as taking
responsibility and leadership for projects or implementations in their buildings. The
second was success in bridging leadership theory to practice; these included
collaborative leadership, instructional leadership to support curriculum and instruction,
professional development delivery and evaluation, and mentoring or coaching.
Approximately one-third of the novice leaders felt success in creating a positive climate
or learning environment; a similar percentage of those interviewed identified successes
in the management duties required of a school leader.
The program content that novice leaders said contributed most to their leadership
success was their work and interactions with effective school leaders and mentors;
additionally, they described their field experiences as invaluable leadership
development opportunities. Half of the research participants believed that the use of
specific instructional strategies in their principal preparation programs also contributed
to their effectiveness. Those strategies included the use of case studies, problemsolving scenarios, simulations and role-playing, assignments applied in the field,
reflective evaluation of school and district practices, In-Basket activities, and online
discussions. Learning was greatest when they were challenged and provided feedback
on their assignments and discoveries; while they believed that is was highly important to
hear, see and learn from descriptions of effective practices and exemplars. Half of the
interviewees valued learning from program colleagues. They described these
interactions as occurring both in-person and online; most identified the instructor or
program as being intentional in creating and requiring these interactive and
collaborative learning experiences. These collegial experiences opened their eyes to
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similarities and differences among schools, districts and leadership models, strategies,
and practices.
Interviewees attributed many of successes to their program’s required classes, the
content of those courses, and the texts they read for them. Participants frequently
referenced specific courses, particularly those addressing either Law or Leadership, as
highly valued and necessary to their leadership work. During the interviews, these
novice leaders shared many quotes; these impressionable sayings, either repeated by
instructors or read in texts, were shared along with a story or realization of how these
were useful insights and lessons for their new roles. The researchers were also pleased
to hear that several respondents believed their program’s focus on equitable leadership
contributed to their leadership successes. One stated emphatically, “The most helpful
aspect that was integrated into every class we had, was cultural competence for
ourselves and to develop that awareness in others.” Others believed the focus on one’s
own cultural responsiveness fostered “the skills to ask questions and feel comfortable
with the responses,” as well as to help develop relationships with a range of students
and stakeholders.
Better Preparing Novice School Leaders for Professional Challenges
Early career challenges were specific to each participant’s context. Though responses
varied, the challenge of dealing with conflict was a consistent theme. Participants cited
the challenges associated with conducting difficult conversations and dealing with
difficult issues. One respondent shared his greatest challenge, “...conflict...working
through those conversations and the needs versus the wants of each party; as well as
we've had a couple of conflicts between colleagues and working through the very
sensitive issues.” Study findings aligned with Le Fevre & Robinson’s (2015) conclusion
that new principals tend to struggle addressing issues of teacher performance and
having difficult conversations.
When asked how their preparation program could have better prepared them to address
challenges, participants recommended preparation programs increase instruction
regarding dealing with conflict, the use of case studies as an instructional tool, and
opportunities to interact with practitioners. One participant responded, “Practice more
difficult conversations to focus on message and avoid inappropriate content and
comments.” Another participant shared, “I would have appreciated a deeper focus on
practical/real-life scenarios in all my other classes….With deep conversations between
participants and instructors on those situations.” Participant responses highlighted the
importance of the application of content as well as the value in administrative
experience.
Fostering Leadership for Educational Equity
The two preparation programs in this study implemented differing approaches toward
fostering equitable leadership. One program focused on Culturally Responsive
Instructional Leadership and the other on Critical Self-Awareness (Lindsey, Roberts, &
CampbellJones, 2013). Given the different focus of each institution, the data collected
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related to equity leadership was analyzed separately by the individual program
directors.
To assure that students are prepared as effective instructional leaders, one program
places intentional focus on developing cultural responsiveness as an instructional
leader. To begin this process, which is a first for some students, they reflect on their
own cultural self and development. This is done with a self-assessment of either the
Intercultural Diversity Inventory, (Hammer, Bennett & Wiseman, 2003) or the Diversity
Awareness Profile (Stinson, 2012). This self-assessment, followed by an individual
meeting to discuss the assessment outcomes, provides a platform from which to
develop an individual action plan to foster and develop greater cultural responsiveness.
This action orientation aligns with other program leadership activities that emphasize
the expectation of leaders to be conscious advocates of all students and community
members.
To further explore and advance their own cultural and racial consciousness, students
are introduced to “courageous conversations” (Singleton, 2015, 2018) and the “Cultural
Proficiency Continuum” (Lindsey, Nuri Roberts & Terrell, 2009, 2019) during the
introductory classes of the program. Throughout all the program courses, students are
reminded of their roles as educational leaders who must hold themselves and others
accountable for culturally responsive actions and teaching. They reference the
continuum for activities that relate to personal growth and developing cultural
responsiveness in schools and districts with intentional leadership practices and
strategies. (See Appendix A.) Each novice leader interviewed from this program
verified that these reflective and developmental messages and exercises were highly
valued. They also validated that class discussions and the activities focused on their
cultural self allowed for sharing, insight, and learning. Using the interviewees’ own
words: This was “a reality check” by “putting race on the table” and “asking myself hard
questions”.
As for developing as equitable instructional leaders, program content focused on the
“culturally responsive” pedagogy and teaching (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2014;
Nieto, 2013). Every one of the new leaders interviewed from this program concluded
that it was necessary to include this content in all educational settings in the role of
instructional leader. As one student stated, we “needed this awareness and
understanding to address culture, equity, and differences effectively”. The most
common comment was that this content inspired them to be better listeners, in addition
to becoming more aware of their own biases. While 14/16 of the program completers
interviewed believed the program content on culturally relevant instructional leadership
was effectively addressed, a verbal minority of respondents shared that it should have
gone further by requiring two essential experiences: 1.) more experiences in
multicultural settings and 2.) facilitating courageous and difficult cultural conversations
with professional colleagues in the field.
The preparation program focusing on critical self-awareness emphasized the necessity
for students to conduct “inner-work” in order to effectively conduct “outer-work.”
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Throughout the program, students complete standardized assessments: Intercultural
Effectiveness Scale (IES), Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator (MBTI), and StrengthsFinder. Individual, face-to-face, debrief sessions are
scheduled with trained counselors, and students have continued access to university
counseling to assist with growth. The program emphasizes leading in a pluralistic
society, adaptive leadership, and developing school cultures of safety and trust in order
to discuss and address equity. Participants from the preparation program reported the
emphasis on reflection increased their self-awareness and elicited a transformational
mindset. The majority of responses referenced how it “ helped me to really reflect on
myself as a leader and look at the attributes that I have and then look at areas that I can
improve on.” These leaders gained an understanding of their core beliefs, core values,
attributes, strengths, and areas for improvement. A recent graduate shared, “It's
something that I appreciated from the classes is that they didn't expect perfection and
kind of the whole purpose was growth and how you're growing and transforming as a
leader.”
Critical self-awareness encompasses being mindful of the beliefs and backgrounds of
stakeholders, displaying compassion, and viewing issues from another perspective. In
the words of one respondent, “....made me reflect on just my absolute core values, core
beliefs,....how I bring that into a school setting; but also, how that impacts others and
then I need to also just be very mindful of the values and the beliefs and backgrounds of
everyone who walks in that door.” An empathetic stance was evident in another
respondent who shared that he grew in, “Compassion. Viewing issues from another
perspective...Patience and long suffering and teaching me how to love people.”
Critical self-awareness empowered leaders to identify the foundation that guides their
decision making and actions, their purpose in being a leader, and their vision for where
they are leading others. Half of the program’s respondents (6/12) specifically claimed
that the program’s emphasis on critical self- awareness enabled them to articulate the
meaning of their work. One participant stated, “...one of my top priorities or almost the
first thing on my list is make it clear what our purpose is, who are we as a group and
where are we heading.”
Conclusions and Recommendations
Study findings supported leadership preparation programs’ prioritization of a Culturally
Responsive Leadership framework, especially when those consider the realities of lower
academic performance among students of color and the exclusionary schooling
practices that often serve as barriers for students of color (Khalifa, Gooden & Davis,
2016). Findings provided insights into content, experiences, and supports that foster
equity leadership in novice leaders. Aspects of the preparation programs that
participants identified as contributing to equitable leadership practices will be continued.
These include course content on educational law, leadership, cultural responsiveness,
and personal reflection. The programs will continue to utilize specific instructional
strategies providing authentic application of knowledge that promotes leadership for
educational equity and cultural responsiveness.
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Intentional and increased opportunities for interactions with equitable educational
leaders will be provided, while program practices to build and sustain relationships
among program colleagues and graduates will be enhanced. Novice leaders in this
study were most challenged by conflict and difficult conversations, thus they stressed
the need for more authentic experiences in diverse and challenging settings. “Rather
than having diversity reveal limitations in educational leadership, scholars and
educational leaders need to find ways in which diversity can inspire transformation,
improvement, and achievement for all learners at every level of education” (Santamaría,
2014, p.384). These two private school administrative licensure programs are in the
process of revising their programs, based on participants’ insights, in order to better
support equitable leadership. In this emerging field of educational leadership studies,
the researchers conclude that school principals must be culturally responsive in order to
help all children reach their fullest potential.
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Appendix A
Culturally Responsive School Leadership Framework
Muhammad Khalifa, Mark Anthony Gooden, James Earl Davis

Critically Self-Reflects on Leadership
Behaviors

Develops Culturally Responsive Teachers

- Is committed to continuous learning
of cultural knowledge and contexts (Gardiner

- Developing teacher capacities for cultural
responsive pedagogy (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2000;

- Displays a critical consciousness on
practice in and out of school; displays selfreflection (Gooden & Dantley, 2012; Johnson, 2006)
- Uses school data and indicants to measure
CRSL (Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 2004)
- Uses parent/community voices to
measure cultural responsiveness in
schools (Ishimaru, 2013; Smyth, 2006)
- Challenges Whiteness and
hegemonic epistemologies in school

- Collaborative walkthroughs (Madhlangobe &

& Enomoto, 2006)

Voltz, Brazil, & Scott, 2003)

Gordon, 2012)

- Creating culturally responsive PD
opportunities for teachers (Ginsberg &
Wlodkowski, 2000; Voltz et al., 2003)

- Using equity audits to measure
student inclusiveness, policy, and practice

- Using school data to see cultural gaps in
achievement, discipline, enrichment, and
remedial services (Skrla et al., 2004)
- Creating a CRSL team that is charged with
constantly finding new ways for teachers to
be culturally responsive (Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006)
- Engaging/reforming the school curriculum
to become more culturally responsive (Sleeter,

- Leading with courage (Khalifa, 2011; Nee-

- Modeling culturally responsive teaching

- Is a transformative leader for
social justice and inclusion (Gooden, 2005;

- Using culturally responsive assessment tools for

Promotes Culturally Responsive School
Environment

Engaged Students, Parents, and Indigenous
Contexts

(Theoharis & Haddix, 2011)

(Skrla et al., 2004)

Benham, Maenette, & Cooper, 1988)

Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Shields, 2010)

2012; Villegas & Lucas, 2002)

(Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012)

students (Hopson, 2001; Kea, Campbell- Whatley, & Bratton,
2003)

- Accepting indigenized, local identities (Khalifa, - Developing meaningful, positive
relationships with community (Gardiner &
- Building relationships; reducing anxiety
Enomoto, 2006; Johnson, 2006; Walker, 2001)
- Is a servant leader, as public
among students (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012)
- Modeling CRSL for staff in building
intellectual and other roles (Alston, 2005; Gooden,
2005; Johnson, 2006)
interactions (Khalifa, 2011; Tillman, 2005)
Finding overlapping spaces for school and
- Promoting a vision for an inclusive
(Cooper, 2009; Ishimaru, 2013; Khalifa, 2012)
community
instructional and behavioral practices
- Serving as advocate and social activist for
(Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006; Webb- Johnson, 2006; WebbJohnson & Carter, 2007)
community- based causes in both the
- If need be, challenging exclusionary
school and neighborhood community
policies, teachers, and behaviors (Khalifa,
(Gooden, 2005; Johnson, 2006; Khalifa, 2012)
2011; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012)
- Uses the community as an informative
- Acknowledges, values, and uses
space from which to develop positive
Indigenous cultural and social capital of
understandings of students and families
students (Khalifa, 2010, 2012)
(Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006)
- Resists deficit images of students and
- Uses student voice (Antrop-González, 2011;
Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012)
families (Davis, 2002; Flessa, 2009)
- Using school data to discover and track
- Nurturing/caring for others; sharing
disparities in academic and disciplinary
information (Gooden, 2005; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012)
trends (Skiba et al., 2002; Skrla et al., 2004; Theoharis,
- Connecting directly with students (Gooden, 2005;
2010)

2007)

Khalifa, 2012; Lomotey, 1993)
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Appendix B

Cultural Proficiency Continuum

Randall Lindsey, Kikanza Nuri-Robins, Raymond Terrell, Delores Lindsey, D.
Adapted from Resource F: Learning Strategy 1
Cultural
Destructiveness

Cultural
Incapacity

Cultural
Blindness

Cultural Precompetence

Cultural
Competence

“See the differencestomp it out”

“See the
differencemake difference
wrong”

“Policies, practices
or behaviors that
effectively eliminate
all vestiges of other
people’s culture”

Example:
“Discrimination
against observable
manifestations of
ethnicity”

“See the
difference- Act
like you don’t”

“See the
differencerespond
inappropriately”

“See the
differenceunderstand the
difference that
difference
makes”

“ See the
differencerespond
positively and
affirmingly”

“Treatment
based on
stereotypes and
the belief that
the dominant
group is
inherently
superior”

“Failure to see
or to
acknowledge
differences
among and
between
groups”

“Skills and
practices are
limited when
interacting with
other cultural
groups”

“Acceptance and
respect for
difference;
continuous
expansion of
cultural
knowledge and
resources”

“The capacity to
teach and learn
about
differences in
ways that
acknowledge
and honor all
people”

Example:
“Questioning
the
qualifications of
people of color”

Example:
“Not articulating
the cultural
expectations of
the
organization to
all of its
members”

Example:
“Make rules
instead of
teaching
appropriate
behavior (e.g.,
rules against
speech”

Example:
“Risk-taking
(e.g. speaking
against injustice
even when
doing so may
cause tension
and conflict”

Example:
“Holding culture
in high esteem”

(Lindsey, R., et al., 2019, pp. 277-279.)
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